x                            INTRODUCTION

always we shall be finding answers to the same question, how
men and women produced and distributed material wealth ?
We shall often find that those very definite political and con-
stitutional events, those wars and laws and methods of govern-
ment, have their roots in the soil of our economic story, and
that before we can understand them we must understand the
nation's housekeeping. For it is just as important to know how
a nation earns its living if we are to understand its other acts,
even its art and literature, as it is to know the same of a man,
if we are to grasp his whole personality and the true significance
of. his work.

The plan in what follows is to take pictures of our nation at
intervals of about 200 years, noting the changes and trying to
see what has brought them about. At each stopping place we
take either three or four pictures, one of rural England, one of
the towns, and one of the government; this last only from the
point of view of the national housekeeping, politics and law
being left to other history books. In some periods we add
a picture of overseas trade, and once one of the mediaeval
church. We have begun in the eleventh century because Britain
was conquered then for the last time, and since then our records
form a continuous chain of ever-increasing strength. At that
time was established a definite system which we can watch
expand, decay and die out during five centuries, leaving relics
that even now modify our lives. With the passing of the
Middle Ages and the manorial system, modern economic history
begins in the sixteenth century. Its central factor is competi-
tion, a struggle of each class in turn to get more than its equal
share in the distribution of wealth, and a fight among the
individuals within the class to do the same thing for them-
selves. This later story is one of rapid change, of the bursting
of all fetters on individual effort till it culminates in the licence
of the nineteenth century, when each man fought for his own
hand. We start in the eleventh century in which no man is
free to do that which he will with his own, and we end in the nine-
teenth with his almost absolute power to use it as he pleases,